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ohn Haslam was apothecary at Bethlem Hospital. He
was appointed in 1795, and he experienced, even over
saw, the move of the hospital frorri its old Moorfields site,
just outside London wall at the north of the city, to the impressive new
buildings in Lambeth—what is now, of course, the Imperial War
Musecun: madness, under medical supervision, shifting its ground,
moving across the city. This was 1815, the year of the Report of the
Parliamentary Committee on Madhouses in England. By 1816, Haslam
was out of a job, obliged to resign as a consequence of that Report. He
was fifty-two. He spent the next thirty years, nearly, becoming and
practicing as a physician, writing on madness, and appearing, increas
ingly, as a specialist witness in the courts, testifying as to whether this
or that defendant was or was not insane—^"guilty but insane." Gener
ally, they were insane. As Roy Porter puts it, "His perception of the
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rampancy of madness increased with age."^ Being asked, apparently, in
one court if the defendant were of sound mind, he declared: "I never
saw any human being who was of sound mind." Being pressed, he
added, to what must have been an attentive courtroom: "I presume the
Deity is of sound mind, and He alone."
Madness, for Haslam, was everywhere, on the streets, in the
homes, even in the courtrooms. If m'lud, learned counsel and the
twelve good men and true, gentlemen of the jury, could not guarantee
themselves "of sound mind," what hope was there for everyone else,
the not so learned, the less good and the only occasionally true? When
Alexander Cruden escaped from Wright's private madhouse in Bethnal
Green, in the small hours of Wednesday 31 May 1738 (his birthday),
wearing a single slipper and carrying his chain (he had sawn through his
bedpost with a kitchen knife), there, arguably, was madness loose in the
city, unconfined, slipping back into society to wreak who knows what
havoc. But Haslam's vision, like SamuelJohnson's in Rasselas, that "no
human mind is in its right state," was far more devastating in its
implications: society itself, all that we hold dear, even the king himself,
was unsound, medically appraised and testified to under oath.
None of this shordd have surprised the court. Haslam was expert
in spotting insanity where a layman coxold be hoodwinked. Here,
graphically, is what he had written back in 1817 in his book Medical
Jurisprudence-.
It often happens that persons may converse for some time
with a lunatic, and ^d him apparendy composed and
rational; he will discuss the floating topics of the day as
another man,—accord with the most enlightened general
principles of morals, and correcdy estimate the light and
shade of human conduct. If the observer should here retire
he might be convinced of his sanity: but let him protract the
discourse, let him touch the fatal string which throws his
mind into discord: let him draw the hair-trigger which
inflames the combustible materials of his disease, and he wiU
be surprised at the explosion—Whatever may be the subject
of the discourse, and however rationally he may appear to

' John Haslam, Illustrations of Madness, ed. Roy Porter (London: Roudedge, 1988), xl.
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treat it, the experienced practitioner will expect, and he will
not often be disappointed, to find that by some unaccount
able association, even ordinary topics are linked with his
darling delusion,—the map of his mind wiU point out that the
smallest rivulet flows into the great stream of his derange
ment.^
The language is vivid, the professional pride is unmistakable, but what
is perhaps most chilling in the passage is that combination of what is
apparently normal and the sudden violence of the underlying insanity.
And Haslarh "never saw any human being who was of sound mind."
Language, discourse and the exercise of judgment are no guarantee of
mental soundness, and moreover the untrained eye is incapable of
spotting the derangement lurking at the heart of another's thought
processes, still less, we might infer, of our own. It is the medical man
alone, apparently, who has the skills to touch the "fatal string" and to
reveal thereby the secret pattern in which every idea, topic, and hidden
current flows inevitably toward the great tide of a man's madness.
The story of the medical trade in the eighteenth century is one of
increasingly profitable and increasingly self-confident professionalisation. In the, field of mad-doctoring in particular, specialisation in the
various ways in which it was found possible to diagnose minds gone
awry, and in the sometimes extravagant modes of treating them,
blossomed. Where madness flourished, either because of excess of
luxury, as George Cheyne and Thomas Arnold, for example, thought,
or through the cultivation of what many saw as the national tendency
to melancholy and suicide, or through the fashion for a variety of
mental ailments ("When each new Night-Dress gives a new Disease,"
as Pope puts it), or even as a consequence of medicine's increasingly
fine capacity to spot incipient insanity, then the role of the mad-doctor
became more and more critical: mad-doctor as sleuth, unearthing the
derangement beneath the veneer of normality; mad-doctor as hero,
standing against the invasive forces of theinsane, often seen as crossing
the channel from France, or from other of the degenerate Catholic
nations of Europe; mad-doctor as magician, with the mysterious power
to control the desperate beast that was the raving maniac, as Francis

'John lAishia,MedicalJurisprudence (London, 1817),18-19.
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WiUis, who treated George III in 1788-89, was observed to have, or
William Pargeter, who described his own prowess in Observations on
Maniacal Disorders in 1792;
When I was a pupil at St. Bartholomew's Hospital, as my
attention was much employed on the subject of Insanity, I
was requested by one of the sisters of the house, to visit a
poor man, an acquaintance of her's, who was disordered in
his mind. I went immediately to the house, and found the
neighbourhood in an uproar. The maniac was locked in a
room, raving and exceedingly turbulent. I took two men with
me, and learning that he had no offensive weapons, I planted
then at the door, with directions to be silent, and to keep out
of sight, unless I should want their assistance. I then suddenly
unlocked the door—rushed into the room and caught his
in an instant. The business was then done—he became peaceable
in a moment—trembled with fear, and was as governable as
it was possible for a furious madman to be.^
Or mad-doctor as pilot, steering the ship of state, or at least the ark of
sanity, through the choppy waters of mental disorder to the safe
harbour, soundness of mind, the sane haven of a clear brain.
Mad-doctor as phot, or navigator, meant a range, of things and
embraced a multitude of activities and powers, many of them fuelled
by the rage for publication by mad-doctors as the eighteenth century
moved on. One reason we know so much about medical opinions on
insanity in the period is quite simply that so many doctors with so many
theories, or processes, or favorite methods, or substances, could not
forbear from sharing their views with an eager public, fascinated by all
things mad, and increasingly prone, apparently, to rush off into one or
more of the many new ways being developed of being mad. As William
Pargeter put it in 1792, "in this age, it is easier to meet with a mad,than
a healti^ woman oifashion."* One crucial function was setting out the
markers, enabling the dangers to be recognized. Roy Porter cites a

' William Pargeter, Observations on Mamacal Disorders, ed. Stanley W. Jackson (London:
Roudedge, 1988), 5Ct-51.
* William Pargeter, Observations on Maniacal Disorders, 30.
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chilling warning from James Parkinson, who published his book Mad
houses in 1811, a case where even authority is capable of being hood
winked:
A lunatic having committed in his own house several acts of
violence, the family obtained a police officer from a neigh
bouring office to restrain him until the keeper from the mad
house arrived. When the keeper came, he inquired particu
larly how he should know the patient, on his first entering the
room, that he might immediately secure him with the waist
coat, to prevent any dangerous struggle. He was told that he
had on a brown coat, and that he would know him by his
raving. He therefore glided into the room, where the police
officer, who also had a brown coat on, sat with his back
towards the door, remonstrating with the patient, who in
seeing the keeper enter, with the waistcoat in his hand,
became immediately calm, and with a wink and a nod, so
completely misled the keeper, that in half a minute the police
officer in spite of his resistance, was completely invested with
the strait jacket.^
Telling the difference was critical: how could society tolerate its
madhouse keepers going around mistaking its police officers for
lunatics, hurrying them away in straitjackets, while its lunatics were left
free to perform outrages at will? Mad-doctors were busy laying down
the law.
Here, with characteristic vividness, is the early eighteenth-century
physician Nicholas Robinson telling his readers how to recognize "the
Symptoms of Spleen, Vapours, and Hypochondriack Melancholy" in
his book A New System of the Spleen, Vepours and Hypochondriack Melan
choly, first published in 1729. "Melancholy Madness," he begins,
is a Complication of continual and unintermitting Horrors,
that spares neither Body nor Mind. When this Affection is far

'James Parkinson,
(London, 1811), 160; cited in Roy Potter, Afi/xd-fvig'dAfoBaf&r;
A History of Madness in Englandfromthe Restoration tothe Regeng (Ixjndon: Athlone Press, 1987),
1.

8

1650-1850
advanc'd into the Habit, the Patient appears to all that see
him a moving Piece of Ruin, and wears his Soul in his
Countenance, which is mark'd with aU the Characters of
Woe, Gloom, and Desperation. He is lost to himself, his
Friends, his Country, and Relations; he is dark and benighted
in the full Glare of Day, and trembles to behold the Face of
the Sun, from an Apprehension that it insults his Misery. He
flies to his Couch, in hopes to bury his Cares, and lull his
Soul into sweet Slumbers: His Couch! miserable as he is,
denies to him that sweet Ease and pleasing Consolation, and
perplexes his Mind with Phantoms of Furies just ready to
devour him.'^

Many an unwary mind has run aground on the sandbanks of depres
sion, floundering in self-pity, or sinking at last to unreachable despon
dency. Equally dreadful, and equally to be navigated around, is depres
sion's twin, the other "brazen brainless brother," raving or furious
madness. Again, with their Robinsons in their hands, eighteenthcentury sailors were fully rigged and trimmed in the art of steering away
from these particular rocks. Here he describes "the Symptoms of
Spleen, Vapours, and Hypochondriack Melancholy, when they
degenerate into Lunacy and Enthusiastick Madness:"
This Madness presents the Reader with a most dreadful
Scene of Horror and Distraction; the Patient appears with a
fierce, grim, and rough Aspect, his Reason is disturb'd, his
Judgment confus'd, and the Exercise of his Intellectuals is
lost and bewilder'd in a bottomless Gulph of most absurd
Cogitations.
Far from retiring to their couches, sufferers from this species of lunacy
can
arise beyond all the Bounds of Nature, and the Patients
acquire a preter-natural Strength, greatly above the Power of

' Nicholas Robinson, A Neiv System of the Spleen, Vepours, and Hypochondriack Melancholy
(London, 1729), 234-35.
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the strongest Man to oppose: They will break the strongest
Bars of Iron with a single Impulse, throw off their Bonds,
Chains, and Shackles, to the Wonder and Suprize of all that
see them; nor are they scarce ever tired, tho' they exercise
their Bodies whole Days and Nights, and are almost continu
ally without Sleep. They will endure the severest Usage, with
a steady and equal Mind; nor shall you perceive them at all
scarce affected with the Extremes of Cold, Fasting, and
Stripes, that are enough to sink the Spirits of the most
intrepid Mortals.
"Others, again," he goes on,
acquire a Swiftness of Foot, greatly superior to the swiftest
Man. I myself knew a young Woman, that in the Height of
her Lunacy, broke from her Keepers, and run so fast, for
near two Miles, that neither Man nor Horse could overtake
her, got into a River, and was drowned, before any coiJd
come to her Relief.'
Not even Parkinson's keeper, surely, could mistake here, but madness
was subtle, slippery, cunning, and underhand. Madness did not always
play by the rules. "He was an artful and designing man," said John
Haslam of one of his Bethlem patients in 1798, a man confined after
"too much attention to business, and the want of sufficient rest," artful
and designing, "and with great ingenuity once effected his escape from
the hospital."® Mad-doctor as warder, sentry, gaoler.
Here are important markers for the ark of sanity, buoys for the
sane mind: there is depression, there mania, religious melancholy,
religious enthusiasm, too great attention to-business, superhuman
swiftness of foot. Navigate with care. On no account, like Gulliver,
venture rashly into strange waters, or even, like Crusoe, sail away from
the wise precepts of a loving, but cautious, father. Britain was littered,
increasingly as the century wore on, with the casualties of mental
shipwrecks, most markedly in themadhouses, public and private,which

' Robinson,.^ Noy System of the Spleen, Vepours and Hypoehondriack Melancholy, 241-43.
' John Haslam, Observations on Insanity (London: F. and C. Rhrington, 1798), 77-78.
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were becoming more and more lucrative for their more and more
published owners, but also in cultural representation, as writers and
artists climbed on board to share in and feed the age's obsession with
all things mad.
In London in particular, madhouses constituted the compass
points of madness. Anyone placed in the Strand, outside the new
church of St Mary le Strand, as Pope's Dulness has her dunces place
themselves in both the 1728 and 1743 Dunciads, could look north,
south, east and west, and know that receptacles for the mad mind
stretched away beyond seeing, almost beyond thinking, holding back
the streams of derangement from London's sober dtizens. Pope, in the
games instituted by the goddess, has the physician Sir Richard Blackmore (who had published, among other works, his Treatise of the Spleen
and Vapours in 1725), emerge clear winner of the braying competition,
and describes the sound he makes as it resonates across and away from
the city:
But far o'er all, sonorous Blackmore's strain;
Walls, steeples, skies, bray back to him again.
In Tot'nam fields, the brethren, with amaze.
Prick all their ears up, and forget to graze;
Long Chanc'ry-lane retentive rolls the sound.
And courts to courts return it round and round;
Thames wafts it thence to Rufus' roaring hall.
And Hungerford re-echoes bawl for bawl.
All hail him victor in both gifts of song.
Who sings so loudly, and who sings so long.®

,

Blackmore's voice maps the city and beyond, the long swell of
meaningless noise taking with it the madness unleashed by Dulness and
her followers, broadcasting like a plague what medicine was so
dedicated to keeping in. Pope writes in that long vista, from the
Thames and Hungerford Market, near where Charing Cross Station
now is, up and over the city, London Wall and Moorfields, home of
Bethlem and, from 1751, St. Luke's Hospital for Lunatics, founded by

'Alexander Pope,The Dunciad, InFour Books,II, 259-68, in James Sutherland (ed.).The Dunciad
(London; Methuen, 1943,1963 edition), 308.
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William Battie, and beyond this across Bethnal Green, where Alexander
Cruden was confined in Wright's madhouse in 1738, and Christopher
Smart in Potter's in the 1750s and '60s, even further toward Hackney,
where William Belcher was to spend seventeen years of confinement
at the end of the century, and where Brooke House, owned by the
Monro family, who were also physicians to Bethlem Hospital, was
situated, and toward Finsbury, from where James Carkesse, confined
in Thomas Allen's house in the 1670s prior to being transferred to
Bethlem, began to write his daringly titled set of poems, Lucida
Intervalla, and as far as Tottenham, home of that simple beast whose
portrait constituted the title page of The Dunciaditself. Had the sound
traveled south and west, as well as north and northeast, it would have
resonated over the Chelsea madhouses,Turlington's, Macdonald's and
Inskip's, where Alexander Cruden was again confined in 1753, this time
on the authority of his own sister. Had it traveled due east, along the
river, it would have been heard in Hoxton, where Sir Jonathan MUes's
house, established near Shoreditch Church in 1695 and investigated at
least twice during the next hundred or so years, was to hold a lucrative
contract for housing the naval insane at the time of the Napoleonic
wars. And it would have filtered into Rotherhithe, or Redriff, where
Lemuel Gulliver was even then out in his stable, talking with the
horses, the century's most prominent case of disastrous navigation.
Thus confined by confinement, London had markers aplenty, a
situation reflected in the country at large, especially with the founding
of the large provincial asylums, Leeds, Newcastle, Manchester, York,
Leicester, in the second half of the century, in addition to the mioltitude
of private madhouses, charted and uncharted, and for many years
largely unregulated. Here is Samuel Bruckshaw, detained as a madman
at Bourne in Lincolnshire where he was a businessman, describing his
arrival, in June 1770, at Wilson's madhouse at Scout Mill near Ashtonunder-Lyne in Lancashire after a two-day journey in handcuffs and leg
irons.
When Wilson shewed me to bed, he carried me up into a
dark and dirty garret, there stripped me, and carried my deaths
out of the room, which I saw no mott,for upwards of a month,
but lay chained to this bad bed, all that timer, this appears to be
their breaking in garret; under the ridgetree is a box for the
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harbour of pigeons, which they disturb in the night time, to
affright their prisoner when he should rest. For this purpose
' some of Wilson's family are up all night long, sometimes they
throw pails of water down under the window, now and then
brushing across, with a few small rods, or rubbing with a
stone or brick upon the wall, sometimes put a light up to the
window, and every now and then make a disagreeable noise,
to awake you in a fright. In the day-time the window is
darkened, and common necessaries denied; they gave the bad
victuals, short allowance, with sour beer, oftener water, and
sometimes not that; no attendance, but what was as contra
dictory and provoking as they could possibly invent, and
frequendy the most barbarous stripes.'"

OheMore Proofofthe Iniquitous Abuse of PrivateMadhousess}r2iS Bruckshaw's
tide. He was held for nine months. Wilson also specialized in abortions,
particularly for desperate servant gids from Manchester. His madhouse
was not licensed until 1780. "Oh! What are you going to do with me?
I bless God, I am not mad," cried Alexander Cruden as he was forcibly
abducted by Hackney coach from his lodgings near Chancery Lane in
March 1738, "Are you going to carry me to Bethlehem} How great is this
Affliction! This is the way to put an end to aU my Usefulness in the
World, and to expose me to the highest Degree! Oh! what shall I do?
God help me! I desire to submit to the will of God."" He was taken,
in fact, to Wright's madhouse, where he was kept for two months.
Madhouses were clearly effective: they struck terror into the
hearts, they were capable of the most abominable treatment ("For thy
work me with their harping-irons, which is a barbarous instrument, because I am
more guarded than otherswrites Christopher Smart suddenly in Jubilate
Agno, composed largely in Potter's madhouse), and people were
confined, sometimes for long periods, sometimes, as with many of
John Haslam's Bethlem cases, for good. What better markers for the

Samuel Bruckshaw, One More Proof ofthe Iniquitous Abuse ofPrivate Madhouses, 1774, in Allan
Ingram (ed.), Voices ofMadtuss: Pour Pamphlets, 1683-1796 (Stroud: Sutton Publishing, 1997),
95.
" Alexander Cruden, The London Citis;en Exceedingly hgured, 1739, in Ingram, Voices, 29.
Christopher Smart,ThePoeticalWorks ofChristopher Smart,Wo\\xca&\,]ubilateAgno,ed. Karina
Williamson (Oxford; Clarendon Press, 1980), 32.
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dangers of minds steered out of the common way? Here, surely, is
medicine, and the instimtions that give it its teeth, doing its job
properly: madness is safely stowed away leaving the streets and sea
lanes clear for straight sailing. What is more, there are now clear signs:
danger, mental hazards here: watch your rudder, and your tackle.
One complication is the compulsion that the very concept of
insanity held for the period. From Ned Ward in the 1690s, through
Pope and Swift, Fielding and Hogarth, Richardson and Sterne, right up
to Mackenzie, Rowlandspn, WoUstonecraft and Wordsworth, writers
and artists adopted, appropriated, and often exploited the image of the
mad man or woman, sure that here was a topic, however repackaged,
that would find a welcome response from their readers. Ward and his
friend in the third London Spy navigate their way to Bedlam to see the
lunatics. It is a "magnificent edifice" which the spy innocently takes "to
be my Lord Mayor's Palace," adding, when corrected, "In truth...I
think they were mad that built so cosdy a coUege for such a crackbrained society." They go in
through an iron gate, within which sat a brawny Cerberus of
an indigo colour, leaning upon a money-box. We turned in
through another iron barricade, where we heard such a
rattling of chains, drumming of doors, ranting, hollering,
singing and rattling, that I could think of nothing but Don
Quevedo's Visions, where the damned broke loose and put
Hell in an uproar.
And they meet the inmates, first in the men's wing:
We peeped into another room, which smelt as strong of
chamber-lye, as a botde of sal-ammoniac, where a fellow was
got as hard at work as if he'd been treading mortar. "What is
it, friend," said I, "thou art taking all these pains about?" He
answered me thus, still continuingin action: "I am trampling
down conscience under my feet, lest he should rise up and fly
in my face. Have a care he does not fright thee, for he looks
like the Devil and is as fierce as a lion, but that I keep him
muzzled. Therefore get thee gone, or I will set him upon
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thee." Then he fell a-clapping his hands, and cried, "Halloo,
halloo, halloo, halloo, halloo," and thus we left him raving.

and then in the women's;
The first that we looked upon stood straddling with her back
against the wall, crying: "Come, John, come, your master's
gone to 'Change. I believe the poor fool's afraid of forfeiting
his indentures. Did you ever see the like. Why, sure, you
won't serve your mistress so,John, will you? Hark, hark, run,
you rogue, your master's come back to shop. Yes, you shall
have a wife, you old rogue, with seven hundred pounds, and
be married six years and not get a child! Fie, for shame, out
upon't! A husband for a woman, a husband for the Devil!
Hang you, rot you, confound you!" And thus at last she ran
raving on into the highest degree of madness.'^
Ward never once, though, moves beyond madness as entertainment.
They learn nothing, we learn nothing. The spy has a laugh, we, perhaps,
have a laugh. A pattern is confirmed. Madness is compelling: we go
there. Yet at the same time, as we saw with the medical writers, and
with the sufferers, madness is a dreadful warning: take heed.
If the early years of the eighteenth century were characterized by
mixed messages (and are Swift's description of the madhouse in Tale of
a Tub, and Gulliver's visit to the academy at Lagado, not written within
the Ward pattern, albeit at a more sophisticated level?), its later decades,
though differing in tone, nevertheless preserved the mix. Come this
way: stay away. Look here, this is amusing, or morally instructive, or
sentimentally uplifting: keep your distance, this is real, this is disgusting,
this might be you. "I felt such indescribable emotions within me, as I
am sure could not be accounted for from any combinations of matter
and motion," says Parson Yorick as he weeps alongside mad Maria of
Moulines in Sentimental Journey, willingly trading Maria's loss of both
lover and father, thus confounding her insanity, for the conviction he

" Ned Ward, Thi LotidoM Spy, ed. Paul Hyland (East Lansing; Colleagues Press,1993), 54-56.
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now feels that "I have a soul."" "The cocks did crow to-whoo, towhoo. And the sun did shine so cold!" Wordsworth has his idiot boy
announce in "his glory"as he appropriates the lad for a poem of which
he says "I never wrote anything with so much glee.""
Steering minds straight, then, had added hazards, not only their
natural inclination to veer and tack off into depression, or into raving
about this or that obsession, but their apparendy inbuilt fascination
with other minds, and with the representation of other minds, that had
already veered. Bethlem remained one of London's top tourist
attractions throughout the century, until the 1770s when admission was
restricted by a ticket system. It was a must for foreign visitors,and even
the hypersensitive, later confined, and finally insane William Cowper
recollected a visit in his youth in mixed terms:
Though a boy, I was not altogether insensible of the misery
of the poor captives, nor destitute of feeling for them. But
the madness of some of them had such a humorous air, and
displayed itself in so many whimsical freaks, that it was
impossible not to be entertained, and at the same time that I
was angry with myself for being so."
Beyond the asylum, mad figures populated the fictions of the period,
whimsical ones decorated the pages of many of the periodicals, satirists
depicted their victims as madmen for the laughter of their readers, even
that perfectly moral tragedy Macbethhad an additional mad scene added
for Lady Macbeth by William Davenant in his popular 1663 version,
thus making it more perfect still, while Garrick as mad King Lear was
the theatrical toast of the latter half of the century, and all this before
the Romantic poets began to cultivate a state of high imaginative
sensitivity indistinguishable, in some ways, from madness, and Blake in
particular declared of himself (or rather had the ghost of poor Cowper
declare of him) "You retain health, and yet are as mad as any of us
all—over us all—mad as a refuge from unbelief—from Bacon, Newton

"LaurenceSteme,.(4J"e«a5w«H/'a//o»r»«yTAro»_gAB»n«aa/i7/l^,ed.GrahamPetrie(Harmondsworth; Penguin Books, 1967), 138.
" William Wordsworth, "The Idiot Boy," in Tht Poems: Volume One, ed. John O. Hayden
(Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1977), 295,946.
Cited in Porter,
91.
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and Locke."" Where shall sanity go when madness is seen as a refuge?
How can steering straight be ensured when veering off course is so
interesting? And how could anything be accomplished, straight steering
or safe havens, when "no human mind is in its right state"?
Johnson's is the famous diagnosis, and it is Johnson who in fact
is also an exemplar of one way forward, reefs and sandbanks notwith
standing. Johnson had lifelong friendships with, and correspondence
with, physicians of some eminence, not least with Thomas Lawrence,
president of the College of Physicians, to whom he wrote, sometimes
in Latin, seeking medical advice, though often virtually instructing him
what that advice should be, for example, on 13 October 1778:
Dear Sir, I am much distressed in the night and have lately
had such an account of Musk that I wish to try it, unless you
think it improper. If you consent to the use of it, my request
is that you will send your servant, or my servant with a note,
to Apothecaries Hall, to buy it. I may then expect to have it
good. It is, I find four pound an ounce, I would have a
dram.'®
He was also on close terms with William Heberden and Richard
Brocklesbury, both of whom attended him during his last illness. Some
of the topics, including insomnia, certainly touched upon Johnson's
own mental condition, but he was equally capable of steering away
from contact with physicians when the extremity of his state of mind
was concerned. It is right, he told Fanny Bmney, who was objecting to
the idea of anyone living in the elegant new buildings being erected in
Moorfields between Bethlem and St Luke's Hospital for Lunaticks, "it
is right that we should be kept in mind of madness."" Johnson, of
course, needed nothing to keep himself in mind of madness, and one
who turns from his letters, and from Boswell's Ufe, to the personal
papers, the diaries and prayers, finds a long and anguished self-

" William Blake, Compkte Writings, ed Geoffrey Keynes (London; Oxford University Press,
1966), 772.
" The Litters of Samuel Johnson (The Hyde Edition), ed Bruce Redfotd (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1992), 4 volumes. III 125-26.
"James Boswell,Ufe ofJohnson, ed R. W. Chapman (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1970,
1998 edition), 1225.
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navigation through a lifetime of doubt, depression and obsessive selfrecrimination. "My indolence, since my last reception of the Sacra
ment," he records on 21 April 1764,
has sunk into grosser sluggishness, and my disripation spread
into wilder neghgerice. My thoughts have been clouded with
sensuality, and, except that from the beginning of this year I
have in some measure forborn excess of Strong Drink my
appetites have predominated over my reason. A kind of
strange oblivion has overspread me, so that incidents and
intelligence pass over me without leaving any impression.
"This is not the life to which Heaven is promised," he adds, in a
measured foretaste of the despair that elsewhere and in company can
make him break out in terror of being "sent to Hell, Sir, and punisheded everlastingly."^ Again, on 29 March 1766, he prays:
0 God, grant me repentance, grant me reformation. Grant
that I may no longer be disturbed with doubts and harrassed
with vain terrours. Grant that I may no longer linger in
perplexity, nor waste in idleness that life which thou hast
given and preserved.
Or ten years later, on 7 April 1776, writing:
My reigning sin, to which perhaps many others are appendent, is waste of time, and general sluggishness, to which I was
always inclined and in part of my life have been almost
compelled by morbid melancholy and disturbance of mind.
Melancholy has had me in its paroxisms and remissions, but
1 have not improved the intervals, nor sufficiently resisted my
natural inclination, or sickly habits.
Or one year later, on Easter Day:

' Boswell, Life ofjohnsatt, 1296.
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When I survey my past life, I discover nothing but a barren
waste of time with some disorders of body, and disturbances
of die mind very near to madness; which I hope he that made
me, will suffer to extenuate many faults, and excuse many
deficiencies?^

Johnson's advice to Dr. Lawrence as to the advice he should give to
him is of a kind with his approach to his own mental unrightness. Not
doctor as diagnoser and prescriber, but doctor as amanuensis and
errand-boy to the patient's own diagnosis and prescription.
One of the most telling images in Boswell's Ufe of Johnson comes
during the narration of a conversation on death that took place on 27
October 1769. "His mind," says Boswell,
resembled the vast amphitheatre, the Colisaeum at Rome. In
the centre stood his judgement, which, like a mighty gladia
tor, combated those apprehensions that, like the wild beasts
of the Arena, were all around in cells, ready to be let out upon
him. After a conflict, he drove them back into their dens; but
not killing them, they were still assailing him.
Boswell reports Johnson's concluding remark to their rather uncom
fortable discussion: "A man knows it must be so and submits. It will do
him no good to whine."^ Johnson did not whine, but neither did he
exactly submit. The patient as gladiator battles on against each new
wave of doubts, terrors, morbidities, paroxisms of melancholy, never
decisively winning, but not brought to his knees: he has only been
"almost compelled."
Johnson the gladiator,Johnson the self-prescriber and Johnson
the writer are, of course, one and the same, each so permeated into the
others that to extract one would be to destroy them all, to bring about
the rapid cessation of all resistance and all language. As I have stated
elsewhere.

Samuel Johnson, Diarits and Prayers, in Patterns of Madness in the Eighteenth Century:A Pjtader,
ed. Allan Ingram (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 1998), 108-10.
^ Boswell, Life offohnson, 427.
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The fact that Johnson's life did not end with a coroner's
report, as John Brown's did, was due in part to his strong
sense of the divine disfavour that suicide would confer upon
him, but also to the effectiveness of his own self-analysis and
treatment....The voice of Johnson at prayer is scrupulous
and self-aware, speaking a language of religion made personal
by fear and memory, but it is also the private register of a
lifelong struggle for control and equilibrium that found a
public voice through the formal patterns of English prose.^
Johnson, in other words, owed his sanity to his own obstinacy, even to
his own misery, but also to the English language.
Is this the "right state," after all, for the human mind? Are those
in the long line of eighteenth-century batders, self-diagnosers, selfmade mad-doctors in verse and prose, Anne Finch, for example, who
declares, loadedly, at the beginning of the poem "Some Reflections,"
"My feet were allmost gone," but only "allmost,"^^ and William
Cowper, James Boswell, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, are these in fact the
only ones who can conclusively claim to be "of sound mind," for the
simple reason that they have to work so very hard, and for so long, to
keep themselves so? In a period that began with Swift proposing in A.
Tale of a Tub to send commissioners to inspect into Bedlam in order to
return the students and professors to such useful roles in society as
their merits and qualifications fit them for, and thus confusing the
disposition of the mad and the disposition of sane society for readers
and writers for years to come, in such a period, it is reasonable to
conclude that those are most sane who have cause to doubt, and
therefore to reconfirm, the compass points of their sanity. John
Haslam, after all, did not exempt himself from his own judgment in his
courtroom bombshell—^it is "the Deity" and "He alone" who is "of
sound mind"—^and if Johnson is also implicated in his own assessment
of "no human mind" being "in its right state," there is nevertheless a
world of difference between claiming, as a potentially mad mad-doctor,
to pronounce on the mental health of others, and managing, as an

" Ingram, PatUrus, 107.
Axm&VtsxhyPht Poemsof Anne, Countess ofWinchilsea^ed.yiyviPeyaoXAs (Chicago: University
of Chicago Press, 1903), 223.

20

1650-1850

acknowledged depressive, to bring oneself to harbor with a minimum
of disaster. In steering towards sanity, then, in only partial agreement
with Haslam, and also in partial but robust defiance, the only pilot to
be trusted turns out to be oneself.

